Infection and reactive oxygen species.
In previous years the physiologic and pathophysiologic significance of reactive oxygen species (ROS) on sperm function has been recognized. The impact of ROS during the invasion, adhesion and multiplication of microorganisms in the male genital tract are largely unknown. However, it is known that the resulting activation of leukocytes leads to an increased generation of ROS. There is growing evidence that spermatozoa are protected from detrimental ROS effects by the powerful antioxidants in seminal plasma since disturbances of sperm function by ROS were demonstrated in the absence of seminal plasma, i.e., during epididymitis or after semen preparation. If seminal plasma is present, ROS generated by physiologic numbers of granulocytes (< 1 x 10(6) ml-1) apparently do not damage spermatozoa. Interestingly, ROS generated by leukocytes during male genital tract infections are critical for the techniques of semen preparation for assisted reproduction. These ROS impair sperm function if the protective effects of seminal plasma are not present. The relevance of ROS production by higher leukocyte numbers in human semen is presently unknown as is the relevance of ROS generated in the female reproductive tract.